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Shakeup in Sugar Ministry Aims at Improving Harvest
Following the failure of the 1996-1997 sugar harvest to meet projections, the government has
replaced Nelson Torres with Gen. Ulises Rosales del Toro as head of the Sugar Ministry. As
chief of staff of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias (FAR), Rosales del Toro was the second
highest military officer behind Defense Minister Raul Castro. In October, Torres was removed
from the Communist Party's Politburo during the Fifth Party Congress (see EcoCentral, 10/16/97).
Gen. Alvaro Lopez Viera will replace Rosales del Toro as chief of staff and deputy minister of
defense. The militarization of the sugar industry signals the government's determination to
continue stressing the importance of sugar exports in the drive to bring in badly needed convertible
currencies.
Sugar production hit a historic low in 1993, recovering only modestly in the last two cycles. The
1996-1997 harvest was a disappointing 4.2 million metric tons, well below expectations (see
EcoCentral, 09/18/97). The 1997-1998 harvest, which begins in November, is not expected to show
any dramatic rebound but rather to earn increased profits as a result of the lower costs that the
military leadership is expected to achieve. Near the end of the previous harvest, President Fidel
Castro warned that inefficient production units might have to be closed. Until now, FAR has
confined its involvement in sugar to such peripheral services as mobilizing harvest labor.
Under the new minister, the industry is likely to increase the degree of mechanization, shed excess
workers, and take other cost-cutting measures. While Torres takes the blame for the slump in sugar,
government leaders from Castro on down also blamed the US embargo and the resulting difficulty
in finding international credits at favorable terms to finance the harvest.

Elections held for municipal assemblies
Eight million Cubans voted for 14,533 delegates to 169 municipal assemblies on Oct. 19. Electoral
campaigns are forbidden and candidates are chosen by local organizations including the
Committees for Defense of the Revolution (CDRs). The assemblies are supposed to deal with
complaints about inefficient government services and to oversee schools, day- care centers, and
other local functions.
The official newspaper Granma reported that the turnout was 97.1% of eligible voters, higher than
in the previous election in 1995. In this system, with no opposition-party candidates, voter dissent
is usually measured by abstention or blank ballots. According to Roberto Diaz Sotolongo, president
of the National Electoral Commission, blank or invalid ballots totalled only 7.21% compared with
11.3% in 1995. This was the latest in a series of political events that the government has promoted as
an expression of popular support for the Cuban political and economic systems.
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Along with the international youth festival in July and the Fifth Communist Party Congress and the
burial of Ernesto "Che" Guevara's remains in October, the elections were billed as a defiant answer
to international pressure for a Cuban glasnost. Granma said that the election results show that
Cubans "support the political system that asserts our view of democracy." That view, as expressed
recently by Fidel Castro, is that "one-party democracy" is superior to the corrupt and class- ridden
voting system in the US.
Voting in Cuba before the revolution was "a carnival," and democracy was "impossible in this
system of classes and inequalities," Castro said. The next election, scheduled for Jan. 11, 1998, is for
delegates to the 14 Provincial Assemblies and for 500 seats in the National Assembly.

Improvements seen in relations with Spain
An improvement is underway in the embittered relations between Cuba and Spain. In late October,
Spanish Foreign Minister Abel Matutes said that he and Cuban Foreign Minister Roberto Robaina
might talk privately at the Ibero-American Summit, which opens on Nov. 7 in Venezuela. Matutes
also suggested that Cuban President Castro and Spanish Prime Minister Jose Maria Aznar might
hold talks at the meeting.
Relations between the two countries soured soon after Aznar took office in May 1996. Aznar
frequently criticized Cuba on human rights and other issues and introduced a resolution before
the European Union (EU) that tied further EU aid to reforms in Cuba. In November 1996, Cuba
withdrew its acceptance of Spanish ambassador-designate Jose Coderch, who had publicly stated
that, once installed in Havana, he would throw open the doors of the embassy to Cuban dissidents
and support a transition government in Cuba. Aznar later reduced Spanish aid to Cuba and
canceled a US$15 million credit earmarked for the purchase of sugar- harvesting equipment and
other industrial machinery.
In March 1997, the detention of a Spanish tourist involved in a traffic accident in Cuba prompted
Matutes to recommend a tourist boycott of the island. Citing Spanish press reports that Matutes
might have wanted to divert tourists to the Dominican Republic where he has investments in tourist
hotels, Robaina said Matutes was a liar. "Instead of calling him your excellency, I will have to call
him liar, blackmailer, and interventionist," said Robaina.
The crisis deepened in May when Cuba pulled out of the seventh Conference of Democratic IberoAmerican Parliaments after the Spanish parliament voted that Cuba did not have a democratic
parliament and invited Cuban representatives to attend as observers instead of delegates. Then,
in a dramatic about-face shortly after the parliament conference, Spain's foreign minister for Latin
American relations, Fernando Villalonga, said that Cuba must participate in the November IberoAmerican Conference.
While condemning Cuba's lack of pluralistic democracy, Villalonga also condemned the US HelmsBurton Act and economic embargo. The statement seemed to announce Spain's detachment from
US Cuban policy and a return to the EU's policy of full economic and political relations with
Cuban linked to prodding the Cuban government to make democratic reforms. Despite the thaw
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in relations, Spain has yet to name a new ambassador. However, the Spanish foreign ministry said
in August that relations could be normalized and an ambassador named once the new Spanish
Cultural Center opens in Havana. After that, it is likely that King Juan Carlos will visit Cuba.
[Sources: Inter Press Service, 03/20/97, 05/14/97, 07/04/97; Itar-Tass, 10/20/97; Reuter, 10/17/97,
10/19/97, 10/20/97, 10/21/97; Notimex, 09/11/97, 10/17/97, 10/24/97, 10/26/97, 10/27/97; Spanish news
service EFE, 10/18/97, 10/19/97, 10/26/97, 10/28/97; Granma (Cuba), 10/28/97, 10/30/97; Associated
Press, 10/31/97]
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